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Why did you become a
scientist? My father, Martin, was a
successful scientist, and as a child
I could see that his was a great life.
I nearly didn’t follow in his
footsteps, however, when I
graduated from university. I initially
explored the possibility of doing
advertising, as I always loved
adverts, and it seemed such a
creative area. I applied to many
agencies, and got several
interviews, but, on the first one, I
spent a day at the agency and
hated it. It all seemed so pointless,
and so I cancelled the remaining
interviews. I then applied to about
seven labs to do a PhD but didn’t
get accepted in any of them. I was
close to giving up when I heard
that David Glover had a
studentship to fill at Imperial
College. I’d love to say that, from
childhood, I had a grand plan to
work on centrosomes in fruit flies,
but actually, David Glover was the
only scientist who would take me,
and he just happened to be
working in that area.
Do you ever regret your decision
to become a scientist? Never. As
soon as I started working in the lab
I loved it and knew I didn’t want to
do anything else. I’m convinced,
however, that a career in science is
not the right thing for everyone. I
have too many friends who didn’t
enjoy studying for their PhD, but
continued in research simply
because they couldn’t think of
what else they wanted to do. This
is not a good reason. I always
advise people to think hard about a
career change at the end of their
PhD, as it will only get harder to
change track later. If you don’t
really love doing research then I
don't think science is rewarding
enough as a career.
You’ve worked in the US and in
the UK, which do you prefer? I
loved living and working in San
Francisco as a post-doc in Bruce
Alberts’ lab at UCSF. Those days
were amongst the best of my life,
and I would advise any young non-
American scientist to work in the
States for at least a year or two to
see what it is like, as it’s such a
strong driving force in science. On
the other hand, I think it is more fun
to do science in Britain.
Why? The pressures are less here
than in America for several
reasons. First, there is not the
same pressure to set up a big lab
quickly. In the States, a big lab is a
status symbol, but it usually means
giving up doing your own
experiments early in your career,
and it is hard to stay on top of so
many projects. Second, it is less of
a struggle to get funding for your
research here. Grant applications
are shorter, and, even though there
is less money here, if you have a
good track record and the project
looks interesting, you are likely to
get funding. Finally, we seem to
spend more time thinking about
experiments here. As a student or
postdoc in the US, if you are not
doing an experiment, you feel as
though you’re not doing anything;
the temptation is to run another gel
or make another construct, before
thinking about what your last
experiment told you.
Have you ever made a bad
mistake in your research? I
made plenty of mistakes, but only
one really hurt me. I was working
on the first centrosomal protein
that I had managed to isolate in the
Alberts lab. The protein (which
shall remain nameless) looked very
interesting at first, but the more
experiments I did, the clearer it
became that it was all very
complicated, and I was not going
to be able to figure out if it had any
function at the centrosome.
Because I had put so much effort
in to it, I found it hard to stop, and I
carried on working on it long after I
should have moved on. It taught
me a valuable lesson, however,
and I drop projects much more
quickly now if they seem
intractable with the tools at hand.
You have a keen interest in
promoting the public
understanding of science; do
you think this is improving? The
public’s understanding of science
may be increasing, but their
acceptance of science is not, at
least in the UK. The reasons for this
are undoubtedly complex, but I
think the media are at least partly
responsible, as they are generally
hostile to science and help set the
negative tone. Many scientists
believe that the public would be
more supportive of science if they
understood it better, but the little
research that’s been done
suggests that this may not be the
case. I strongly believe that most
scientists do not give a high
enough priority to this area.
What should scientists do about
this then? It is very hard to know
what to do. Explaining what
science is all about in an exciting
and understandable way is very
difficult. I have often thought about
writing a regular feature for a
tabloid newspaper or getting a 5
minute TV slot after the News to
explain some burning scientific
issue of the day. I can come up
with a pretty good opening, but
then I get stuck. Just because it’s
difficult, however, doesn’t mean we
shouldn’t try. Perhaps the most
important thing we can do is to
improve science teaching in
schools. As individual scientists,
we should visit schools more often
and encourage local school
children to visit our labs so that
they can see what goes on there.
Even if they just see that scientists
are normal people, that might help,
and they almost certainly would
find it interesting. 
What are the biggest problems
facing modern cell biology? I
worry that some areas of biology
may implode under an ever-
increasing burden of inaccurate
data. The pressure on young
scientists to succeed is so great,
and it is difficult for more
experienced scientists to supervise
students and postdocs carefully in
large labs. Thus, I think there is a
real danger that diminishing quality
control could lead to a dramatic
increase in the publication of
incorrect data. Once published, it
is difficult for anyone to publish
conflicting data as the standard of
proof required is so much higher. 
Are you saying that there is a
big problem with scientific
fraud? No, I think scientific fraud is
still rare. I’m talking about how
easy it can be to fool yourself. As a
graduate student, I spent weeks
studying a relatively subtle mitotic
defect in a particular mutant. All
the statistical testing I did
suggested that the defect I was
scoring was significant. When I
finally did the scoring double-blind,
the defect disappeared. I so
wanted to see something that I
was fooling myself. Not all
experiments can be done double-
blind, and, in these cases, one has
to be especially careful. When
trying to repeat somebody else's
observations, for example, how
often do you find that the affect is
not quite as striking or simple as
originally reported? 
Any advice for young scientists?
It is important in writing or talking
about your work to tell as
interesting and coherent a story as
you can, and this inevitably means
omitting many of the details. It is
essential, therefore, that you don't
get caught up in your own ‘hype’,
and you constantly remind yourself
that the details of your current
hypothesis are almost certainly
wrong, or, at the very least, a gross
over-simplification. You have to
keep challenging your own ideas
and trying to think of ways to
knock them down, as no one is
better positioned to do this than
you are. This is counter to human
nature, so a very difficult skill to
learn.
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Concern grows about the plight
of bees and other key insects
that function as pollinators of
wild and commercial plants in
many regions. In a new study,
Jane Memmott, at the
University of Bristol, and
Nicholas Waser and Mary Price
at the University of California,
Riverside, report in the
Proceedings of the Royal
Society, published online,
modelling analysis of the
possible impact of pollinator
loss on two classic studies of
plant–pollinator interactions.
The researchers’ plan was to
analyse how pollination
networks respond to loss of
component pollinator species.
Evidence is accruing that
pollinator loss can lead to the
extinction of plant species. Loss
of floral resources is also a key
threat facing pollinating insects.
However, the patterns of
extinction within entire
pollination networks remain
unknown.
The authors used exhaustive
data from classic studies by
Clements and Lang from Pikes
Peak in the Rocky Mountains of
Colorado, published in 1923,
and work by Robertson in the
prairie-forest transition of
western Illinois published in
1929.
Bumble needs: Both wild and commercial flowering plant species are vulnerable
to the loss of pollinating insects, such as bumble bees. Several of these bee
species feed on a variety of plants and their decline poses the most immediate
threat to plants, according to new studies. (Picture: Photolibrary.com)
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